There is madness in species extinction. The horn has been removed from the last male northern white rhino on earth and he has two armed guards 24 hours a day. The huia in New Zealand were killed off by the desire for white-tipped tail feathers in Victorian hats. We fear the extinction of rhinos, we mourn the extinction of the huia, yet we might need reminding to also show concern for the extinction of the dung beetle. This paper looks at the ways that artists are engaging with these difficult events. By placing Gayatri Spivak's call for a planetarity of thought in conversation with Donna Haraway's practice of 'making kin,' I argue that art history is a practice of planetary aesthetics. In discussion of recent works by Shannon Te Ao, Francis Uprichard, Diana Thater, Agnieszka Golda and Martin Johnson, and Black Moss (Nathan Hughes and Jinyi Wang), I show how artists are rethinking the moments when species meet in the Anthropocene. There is madness in species extinction. The horn has been removed from the last male northern white rhino on earth and he has two armed guards 24 hours a day. The huia in New Zealand were killed off by the desire for white-tipped tail feathers in Victorian hats. We fear the extinction of rhinos, we mourn the extinction of the huia, yet we might need reminding to also show concern for the extinction of the dung beetle. This paper looks at the ways that artists are engaging with these difficult events. By placing Gayatri Spivak's call for a planetarity of thought in conversation with Donna Haraway's practice of 'making kin,' I argue that art history is a practice of planetary aesthetics. In discussion of recent works by Shannon Te Ao, Francis Uprichard, Diana Thater, Agnieszka Golda and Martin Johnson, and Black Moss (Nathan Hughes and Jinyi Wang), I show how artists are rethinking the moments when species meet in the Anthropocene.
If we judge our actions innocent and we win, we win nothing, history goes on as before, but if we lose, we lose everything, being unprepared for some possible catastrophe. 1 A desolate monkey wears a fur coat to its own burial. Another animal, perhaps also a monkey, definitely simian, attends the same ritual a few years later; this time there is a little more context. This second creature plays the role of guru. Others look to it for answers. It is likely that it has something to say about extinction, and the audience has many questions. Francis Upritchard's Mask monkey (2009) About Two Wives,' to a shed full of disinterested animals. As it is repeated each translation is slightly different, yet the words convey a desperate need to connect, while Te Ao's flat-voiced presentation of the monologue obscures the urgency of the situation. These ducks, rabbits, chickens, donkey, swan, and wallaby are only listening politely. The setting is an animal-wrangling farm and the animals are trained professional actors-this is their rehearsal space. They tolerate this morose, somewhat self-centred invader who seems to have taken up residence in their barn, but they also seem to be waiting for some real communication to begin.
These works by New Zealand artists Shannon Te Ao and Francis Upritchard contain aesthetic moments in which species meet.
2 They each stretch the definitions of what a species might be in order to think beyond the human. Both works question the kinds of truths we sometimes expect artworks and the animals within them, both human and nonhuman, to tell. This essay extends out from these two works to think about the implications that species extinction has for writing art history today. Until very recently, art history's engagement with human-animal relationships has been through a romantic and representational lens that is no longer suitable for a time of crisis. 3 The way that we have written about the relationships between humans and other species is via texts and art works that trade in metaphorical and utopian narratives of either wonder or horror. 4 Artists have confronted viewers with species long extinct, or generated fantastical worlds where humans and animals work together in harmony. 5 This regular practice has been challenged by events and moments of contact that have occurred at times of extreme and unfathomable crisis.
After the thrills of identification and classification that marked modernity's engagement with animals, the recognition of a sudden loss of species required a different approach. The precise starting date of the Anthropocene is only one part of the debate. Another aspect is the need to identify a record that will stay beyond us, that will be visible in sediment and rock millions of years into the future. This is the shock; not that the Anthropocene is about turning towards the human, or that the human species has a collective ego that will take over and stamp its mark in the strata, but that humanity will be the first species to slip into geology not as a record but as a force. 13 Like the fish that have transformed their metabolism to consume plastic, we are a transformative part of the environment and it is part of us.
Planetary aesthetics
The need to understand the implications of the Anthropocene means that we must shift our understanding of species, not only as a frame for looking and mapping but also as a potentially flawed means of differentiation. In noting that this is a very real job, American feminist theorist Donna Haraway suggests that we join forces with other 'mortal critters'. 14 Haraway and Spivak each figure an approach to the Anthropocene that does not discriminate between species. Spivak offers 'planet-thinking' and 'planet-feeling' as a counter to the ways that humans have divided our understandings of the world into self and other, subject and object, human and nonhuman. 15 Haraway says that one way to approach the issue of scale is to address 'the fact that all earthlings are kin in the deepest sense'. 16 When read together, their works embrace multispecies ways of knowing within the myriad of material and ecological understandings of this planet.
Science, fiction
Of particular interest in this context are art works that avoid drawing disciplinary or thematic distinctions between the planet, its species, its histories and the way in which we might record and respond to crisis. American artist Diana Thater often inserts her audience inside what she calls 'animal spaces,' constructed within an art gallery. 18 As visitors to these environments, we sense and feel different spatial energies through varying frequencies of light. Thater's recent work Science, fiction (2014) 19 was developed as a response to an article published in Current Biology that showed how a species of dung beetle uses the Milky Way to orientate themselves in space. 20 The intense competition in a dung heap means that as soon as a male beetle has carefully manufactured an individual ball of dung, they will roll it away from the heap as fast as they can. The best method is in a straight line, ideally with a female along for the ride.
Often discussions of the dung beetle tend towards their importance within the environmental service industry. Some researchers have even tried to work out the economic worth of the beetle's efforts in cleaning up cow manure. 21 The beetle's value in Thater's installation is not monetary but cosmic, planetary. Every surface of the installation is tainted with a glowing pure blue spectrum. In the centre of the main gallery a box seems to levitate. Projected onto the ceiling above the box is a video of dung beetles crawling through brown straw and manure. The boxed space in the centre of the room was blocked off, the effect being like that of viewing a city from a great distance at night, where the shape and form of the city itself is obscured by the light pollution from urban and industrial sites. In Thater's upside-down world, there, in the sky where you would expect to see the stars, were the beetles themselves. In their attempts to enfold matter, to make use of waste in order to feed the next generation, the dung beetles are here prevented from finding their way.
But the life of a dung beetle is more than work. This is not a Pixar movie where anthropomorphised insects perform human stereotypes. Thater's understanding of the beetles was further communicated in the next room, which was also bathed in blue light. There, Thater installed a room of flat screen TVs containing visualisations of the galaxy that seem to float independent of scale and location. 22 In the corner of two of the TVs was an image of a Death-Star-looking optical device: a Zeiss star projector similar to the one used by the researchers in the original dung beetle report.
After testing the straight-line running techniques of the beetles in the field, the researchers moved their 'arena' to the Johannesburg planetarium, and using the Zeiss star projector they demonstrated that the beetles weren't just using a single bright 'lodestar' but the more complex meanderings of the Milky Way. 23 Thater named the video works after Galileo's first essay, which documented his observations with telescopes. Like the planetarium, the telescope enables us to see sights that our bodies cannot reach. In Thater's works, the image of the Zeiss star projector reverses the way in which Galileo's telescopes revealed the horrors of a pock-marked rather than smooth-skinned moon: the star projector can project only Te Ao, Thater and Upritchard are not the first artists to explore kinship across species, and there is an earlier art work that laid down some of these parameters for multispecies communication and empathy. In 1965, Joseph Beuys staged a performance in which he explained art to a dead hare. 25 In a locked and empty gallery with gold leaf and honey smeared on his head and a magnetic iron plate strapped to his foot, Beuys could be seen whispering to the hare cradled in his arms. Beuys later commented that 'everyone unconsciously recognises the problem of explaining things. … The problem lies in the word "understanding" and its many levels that cannot be restricted to rational analysis'. 26 Beuys says that it is in our imagining of understanding that humans give away their longing for connection.
Te Ao models his engagement on Beuys. For Te Ao, the absurdity of the gesture is contained within the patience of the animals. Listening to humans is what these animals do for their jobs, and this is their training barn, where they work. Te Ao's actions begin to ring with anger. Matahira is furious. How could her husband, with whom she has entwined her limbs 'like drifting weeds of the river' now shift his affections to another? Her 'body is sorely stricken'. It is too easy to conflate her body with that of the animals around her. Ironically, it is Te Ao's presence that prevents this happening, he/she cannot be reduced to mother nature. In this barn everyone inhabits a moment of meeting, a moment that redefines a way of knowing. Te Ao writes:
Sharing a lament … I am ambling with a frail, housebound marsupial. I recite thoughts of loss and despair and through my voice; Matahira hears the muffled score of her estranged spouse and his new lover. Walloo is ushered around the small space of the training barn as he brushes the inside of my legs and feet. I anticipate and simultaneously shadow his movements while he uses my presence to plot his own bearings. Meanwhile, the voice of Matahira observes through the wall, the heavy breathing from the next room. Wales, Australia. Once common due to its fantastic camouflage, allowing it to seemingly melt into leaf litter, the bird suffered a dramatic decline due to predators, agricultural monocultures and urban expansion. 29 The language used by ecologists to describe the disappearance of species is narrow and yet nonspecific. One of Spivak's touchstones is Mahasweta Devi's short story 'Pterodactyl, Puran Sahay, and Pirtha' (1993), a tale of postcolonial states and indigenous legal collectivity. 31 It has a pterodactyl at its core: an animal that knew the planet before there were continents, before continental drift, before nation states. Spivak says, 'the figure of the pterodactyl can claim the entire planet as its other. It is prior to our thinking of continents'. 32 The characters in the story talk with the pterodactyl, trying to remind it of its location in time and space: 'When the continents drifted again and took their current shape … you were supposed to have become extinct.' 33 The possibility is haunting both for the journalist trying to break the story of the presence of the pterodactyl, and the individuals aware of their own potential future extinction.
With the Bush stone-curlew, Golda and Johnson introduce a process of repair and recovery into these narratives of multispecies encounter, and Golda talks of her concern for art to 'generate spaces of encounter' between species. 34 Encountered in the gallery, Golda and Johnson's bird stands in front of enormous theatrical wall hangings that block out the outside world. 35 These backdrops construct mobile scenes through which the bird can tell stories. In this storytelling, its cultural poetics extend out to the planetary, and its borrowed anime eyes reflect knowledge of other birds, from other places. Like Devi's pterodactyl, Golda and Johnson's bird is thinking of the spaces where we live as a parallel body; it is an uncanny place where imagination rules. Here, it seems, artists can do something: by building an army of resistance at the moment when species meet, Golda and Johnson suggest that a new kind of planetary empathy might enable a new kind of living. As a planetary phantom, the Bush stone-curlew is a proxy for our understanding of planetary aesthetics.
Love and extinction A woman finds a magical thing on the seashore. Emanating a glowing aura, it is unrecognisable and cannot be categorised. It has the body of a deep-sea creature, yet the materials of some newly found multidimensional substance. It glows with an energy that seems to communicate life. The mysterious object may be a new species.
The woman travels with it, first to an ancient fairground, and then to a headlandthe kind of place where spirits depart. In the single-screen video Object (2015, fig. 5 and 6), by the nomadic research lab Black Moss (Jinyi Wang and Nathan Hughes), the object-thing appears to hold magical powers, and the woman holds it close to her body. 36 The video stills our attention as it resists familiar forms of narrative at the same time as it draws us in to an intimate relationship with the protagonists. Wang Art and its histories are not in competition with the sciences, both hard and soft.
Instead, those of us working alongside the practices of art do what we do best: we
imagine and describe what we do not yet know. As Spivak says, our work is 'vague, unverifiable and iterable' but we do not put it aside. 37 We didn't put feminism aside for the very same reason. We hold onto our vague, unverifiable and iterable tools because these are the things that make us responsible, responsive and answerable. In the woman forms with the object. She takes responsibility for its care, and in return it offers something vague, unverifiable and iterable back.
The art works I've discussed here all focus on the interrelationships and making kin (or being with) of species. As I have tried to highlight, the problem of the definition and separation of species, and thus also that of extinction, sits within the Western 
